Concern has been mounting about the health and welfare of people who provide informal care for family or friends with chronic illness. In particular, young and elderly people-vulnerable groups in their own rightmay be carrying a heavy burden.
In 2001, for the first time, the decennial UK census asked the entire population about caring responsibilities and general self rated health. We analysed the answers to these two new questions to explore carers' wellbeing.
Participants, methods, and results
Census data released in May 2003 showed that 57.7 million people were resident in households in April 2001 in the United Kingdom. See bmj.com for the questions concerning carers and general health. Tabulations by age and sex from each of the census offices were aggregated to give an estimate for all residents in the United Kingdom. [3] [4] [5] About 5.9 million people provided informal care for another person (table) . Of these, only 3.3 million (56%) were in good health. Conversely, 70% of people providing no care were in good health.
Of all children aged between 5 and 15, 114 000 (1.4%) provided informal care (53 000 boys and 61 000 girls). Of these, 18 000 provided 20 hours of care or more a week, and nearly 9000 provided at least 50 hours. The health of 773 children under 16 providing 20 or more hours of care was rated "not good."
Of people aged 65 and over, more than a million (12%) were informal carers (498 000 men and 539 000 women). Of these, more than a third (382 000) cared for at least 50 hours a week. Less than a third of older people with this heavy burden of care were themselves in good health and more than a quarter (103 000) rated their health as "not good."
Even the oldest age group ( > 85) included substantial numbers of carers (44 000), more than half of whom were providing at least 50 hours of care a week. The health of a third (8000) of these heavily burdened carers was rated as "not good."
Comment
More young and old people acted as informal carers in the United Kingdom in 2001 than previously estimated: 114 000 children aged between 5 and 15, and more than one million people aged 65 and over. In terms of the hours of care provided, nearly 9000 children and 381 000 people aged at least 65 provided at least 50 hours of care a week. Many would consider this an unacceptably heavy burden for children and pensioners. Paid employees, rather than informal carers, would have been in contravention of the European Working Time Directive. That many of these children and pensioners were not in good health themselves is further cause for concern.
Our analysis has the advantage of covering the entire population of the United Kingdom. It cannot, however, show the impact that this burden of care has on the lives and future wellbeing of young and elderly people. For deeper insight, qualitative studies need to continue and the results be used to develop policy.
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